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PROLOGUE
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Barasoain Church....

The scent of white lilies lingered in the air as sunlight spilled through the stained-glass windows, casting soft colors across the church. Every breath inside the hall felt held, suspended between anticipation and fate. Marco stood before the altar, his hands trembling, not with doubt, but with the weight of the moment he had waited for all his life.

The priest lifted his book and cleared his throat gently.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice echoing with quiet reverence, “we now begin the wedding ceremony of Karla Mae Hermosa and Juan Marco Cortez. In the name of the Father...”

Even the air seemed to bow.

Marco exhaled slowly. Karla stood beside him, radiant beneath her veil, her fingers brushing lightly against his. Her touch steadied him.

The priest turned toward him. 

“Do you take this woman, Karla Mae Hermosa, to be your wife? To be faithful in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, to love and honor her all the days of your life?”

“Yes, I do,” Marco replied without hesitation. His voice came quick, almost eager.

A soft ripple of laughter moved through the guests. The priest chuckled. “You sound very sure, my son.”

Marco smiled, embarrassed, but his eyes didn’t waver from Karla.

Then came her turn.

“And do you, Karla Mae Hermosa, take this man, Juan Marco Cortez, to be your husband?”

Karla’s voice cracked with emotion. “Yes. I do.”

The priest smiled and closed his book. “What God has joined together, let no man separate. In the sight of God and these witnesses, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

Marco lifted the veil, and when their lips met, the hall erupted into applause.

But in that instant—right at the edge of joy—his mind flickered backward.


Four years ago....


“Good evening everyone! Welcome to Sarah’s big birthday celebration, prepared by her loving boyfriend, Marco!” the emcee announced before calling a man to speak.

“Thank you for coming,” the man began. “Tonight, we celebrate the birthday of Marco’s true love—Sarah.” He smiled at her before revealing what no one expected. “Many don’t know this, but Marco graduated cum laude in Electronics Engineering. He was also a college swimmer and the lead guitarist of a rock band. Talented, disciplined, brilliant.”

Gasps filled the room. Sarah’s family, who once looked down on Marco for being a simple cleaner, felt their faces burn with shame.

“And while reviewing for the board exam,” the man continued, “Marco met Sarah—love at first sight. She inspired him. And thanks to that inspiration... Marco placed 3rd in the Electronics Engineering board exam.”

Applause thundered through the hall. Grace whispered to Sarah:

“See? Marco’s a diamond pretending to be graphite.” Sarah could only swallow her regret.

“But Marco had something important to do tonight,” the man added. “He asked me to continue the celebration and play a message meant only for Sarah.”

While the projector was being fixed, Sarah quietly wept—regret tightening around her chest. She had doubted Marco, believed her family, and traded him for someone she thought was “better.”

Then Marco’s video appeared. His smile was strained.

“Happy birthday, my love,” he said. “I’m sorry I’m not there—I had something important to do. I hid the real me because I wanted you to love me for who I am, not for achievements. I know you once did.”

He paused, holding a ring.

“I wanted to ask you to marry me... but destiny chose otherwise. I know you’re happy with your decision. I pray for your happiness always. Thank you for the memories.”

The message ended.

Silence fell. And Sarah finally understood—Marco knew everything. Her betrayal. Her choice. Her mistake. 

But now, Karla was the present. She was his fate. This was the woman he chose.

Yet fate has a way of echoing, even across years.

Unseen by most, a phone in the first pew livestreamed the ceremony.

Thousands of miles away, on the other side of the world, a television in a dim apartment cast cold, bluish light across a young woman’s face. A woman sat motionless on the couch, her hands clasped tightly together.

“Marco...” she whispered, her voice cracking.

Her breath fogged the air as if the room had turned suddenly cold. Tears ran down her cheeks, silent but relentless.

“If I cannot have him... then I must let him go,” she murmured.

But even as she said the words, something in her eyes shifted—something sharp, deliberate, quietly dangerous. Her mind began to turn, calculating, weaving possibilities.

“Then I will step into his world. One step at a time. Even if I must build my own road to reach him.” She said to herself.

But behind her, a shadow stirred.

Something...or someone else was in the room with her.

A presence colder than the night air. A whisper of breath, a shift in the dark. The woman did not turn. She did not dare to. But she felt it—the faint pressure of someone leaning close, someone unseen and merciless.

“Soon,” a voice whispered behind her ear. “You will be with him. No matter the cost.” The shadow said.

Not a hallucination. Not a ghost. A force. A will. A silent echo of the woman’s darkest wishes, awakened by longing and sharpened by heartbreak.

Back in the church....

Applause faded as Marco and Karla turned toward the congregation. For a heartbeat, time softened. Karla reached for his hand. He gently squeezed hers.

From the choir loft, Kitchie, Karla’s best friend wiped her tears.

Another woman, Yvette clutched her baby and sobbed quietly.

Then Sarah—standing near the back—lowered her head, guilt pressing against her chest.

And the mysterious woman, thousands of miles away, gasped for air, pressing her palm against her trembling lips.

Yet Marco saw none of them.

“I love you, Mrs. Cortez,” he whispered.

Karla’s eyes shone. “I love you too.”

To them, nothing else existed.

But outside the frame of joy, the world was shifting.

As the reception began, lanterns glowed softly across the ballroom. The chandeliers bathed everything in warm gold. Marco and Karla danced their first dance, a slow, perfect motion as if the universe itself steadied their steps.

Their foreheads touched. Their breaths mingled.

“Whatever comes our way,” Marco murmured, “we’ll face it together.”

“Together,” Karla whispered.

But in the corners of the hall—behind smiling faces and champagne glasses—eyes watched. Some with love, some with longing, and some with intentions no one could yet see.

When the night grew deeper, Marco and Karla slipped out onto the balcony. The city glittered beneath them, a map of stars scattered across the earth.

Karla leaned her head against Marco’s chest. “It feels unreal,” she whispered.

“It feels right,” Marco answered, wrapping his arm around her.

Marco kissed her hair gently. “I’m yours,” he murmured.

Happily-ever-after is a fragile thing. A borrowed phrase. A dream easily shaken by truth.

In a mansion carved from fear and power thousands of miles away, the shadow stood before a wall of screens, watching the replay of Marco’s wedding with eyes devoid of warmth.

Her voice was velvet and venom.

“Prepare a team. Men I trust. They will go with me when I fly to Manila.” The shadow said.

The man swallowed hard, scared. “As you command.”

“You don’t need to know my plans,” The shadow added. “Just ensure everything is ready. And make sure no one interferes.”

The warning was unspoken but unmistakable.

The man bowed, fear tightening his muscles. He had served her for years, survived battles because of her—and sometimes despite her. But tonight, something in her eyes chilled him.

Not anger. Not jealousy. Determination sharpened by obsession.

When he left the room, her gaze lingered on Marco’s image on the screen—his smile, his kiss with Karla, the way he held her with full devotion.

“Soon,” the shadow whispered, “you will be within my reach.”

The world outside remained unaware of the storm awakening beneath its surface.

A storm that would reach across oceans, across families, and across love itself.

A storm with a single name:

Obsession.

And as Marco and Karla closed their bedroom door that night, grateful and blissfully unaware, their story truly began—not as a fairy tale, but as a fragile flame fighting against the rising tide of shadows.

Because love, no matter how pure, is never safe—not when hearts from the past refuse to stay silent.

Not when longing becomes destiny.

Not when the shadows begin to move.

And in the distance—watching, waiting, already weaving threads of fate—

The real game began.
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HIS WIFE’S SECRET

Two years had passed.....

Marco was driving home as the evening breeze brushed against his skin. Out of nowhere, a memory resurfaced. He saw his ex Sarah, kissing another man in the canteen inside the police camp.

The betrayal had stung, leaving him wary of love. For a while, he feared history would repeat itself. But then Karla came into his life.  

She was everything Sarah wasn’t—loyal, kind, and unwavering in her love for him. Two years into their marriage, Marco knew now that fate had its way of setting things right. Losing Sarah wasn’t a tragedy; it was a blessing in disguise.  

He arrived home then glanced inside, watching Karla hum softly as she arranged flowers on the table. A small smile formed on his lips. ‘Some heartbreaks, after all, lead you exactly where you’re meant to be!’ He thought.

"I thought you were working late tonight! I’m glad you're here. Help me finish up in the kitchen so we can get everything ready for New Year’s Eve!" Karla said, leaning in to kiss him.

"Come on, forget the kitchen for now. Let’s go outside and light some fireworks before midnight!" Marco said with a mischievous grin.

"Marco! What’s gotten into you?" Karla laughed, shaking her head.

"You know me—always full of surprises." Marco said, sweeping her into his arms and heading toward their bedroom.

"Put me down! I still have work to do!" Karla protested, laughing, but her efforts to escape were half-hearted. Marco carried her into the room with ease.

Marco and Karla had been married for two years, but they hadn’t started a family yet. At mid-20s, Karla worked as an accounts executive at Expert Corporation, an architecture and interior design firm. She had a striking presence—5'7", with a toned figure, sleek black hair, mesmerizing eyes, and flawless skin.  

Marco, 28, was an electronics engineer at a major systems integration company. Standing at 6'1" with an athletic build from his college swimming days, he had the kind of charm that could rival a movie star’s. While Karla admired his good looks, it was his kind heart and unwavering support that made her fall in love with him.

Moments later, their playful banter gave way to an intimate connection. Nearly an hour passed before their passion subsided.

The next morning.....

The couple was busy getting ready for their beach trip. While Marco showered, Karla headed to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. Her phone buzzed on the counter, and when she saw the caller ID, her stomach dropped.

Her eyes darted toward the bathroom, where Marco was still showering. Grabbing her phone, she called out: "Honey, I’m just going outside to grab a few things from the car!"

"Alright, don’t take too long!" Marco called back.

Once outside, Karla hesitated for a moment before answering the call. Her hands shook as she held the phone to her ear.

"I told you not to call me this early! What if Marco had answered? It’s a good thing he’s in the shower, or I don’t know how I’d explain this!" She hissed, trying to keep her voice low.

After a few tense moments, the call ended. Karla stayed outside for a while, taking deep breaths to calm herself before going back inside. She knew she couldn’t let Marco see her so rattled. Whatever secret she was hiding, she was determined to keep it from him—but for how long?

Meanwhile, in the bathroom, Marco finished his shower. Drying off, he noticed Karla’s absence and felt a strange twinge of suspicion. She had been acting nervous whenever her phone rang lately, and it didn’t sit well with him.

"Is there something she’s not telling me?" Marco thought.

He shook his head, trying to dismiss the feeling, but a small seed of doubt had already been planted.

The next day......

For the past two years since Karla and Marco got married, the couple had a tradition of heading out of town the day after New Year’s. That Saturday, Marco was busy loading up their SUV while Karla finished packing the cooler when the doorbell rang.

Standing at the gate was a gorgeous woman, Kitchie, Karla’s best friend and co-worker at Expert Corporation.

“Hey, good morning, you two!” Kitchie called out with a bright smile.

“Kitchie! You made it. Did you bring the essentials?” Karla grinned, opening the gate to let her in.

“Of course! I wouldn’t dare show up without them,” Kitchie teased, holding up a box of craft beers.

Kitchie and Karla had been best friends since college, where they were inseparable. Both were stunning beauties in their own ways—Karla had a sleek elegance with her straight black hair and natural sexy curves, while Kitchie had a sporty, toned alluring figure and wavy auburn hair that seemed to glow in the sunlight. At 25, they still turned heads, and both had even modelled part-time during college.

As Kitchie stepped inside, Marco glanced up from his phone. 

“Hey, check this out!” He said, showing Karla an ad for an upcoming car show. 

“They’re gonna have a car show on display. And there’s a live band afterward.” He continued.

“Do you want to see the car, or is it really the models you’re after?” Kitchie teased, peeking over his shoulder.

“Both! Why settle?” Marco grinned.

“Oh, come on, you’re hopeless!” Karla laughed, shaking her head.

“Wait a minute—Pleasure Machine is performing? They’re trash. Didn’t they get accused of harassing their fans or something?” Kitchie pointed to the ad.

“Yeah, I heard that too. Guess the name fits.” Marco said, scrolling past the ad.

“So, everything ready for the beach?” Rolling her eyes, Kitchie changed the subject.

“Yep, I confirmed the reservations last night!” Marco said, zipping up a duffel bag.

“Let me just grab my swimsuits, and we’re good to go.” Karla chimed in, she made sure to pack a few new bikinis she’d bought for the trip.

By 9 a.m., the three were on the road, laughing and chatting about everything from old college stories to plans for the New Year.

What they didn’t notice, however, was a black sedan following them at a careful distance.

Inside, a man with a bat tattoo on his shoulder watched their every move.

“They’ve left!” He said into his phone.

“Keep your distance and don’t lose them!” A distorted voice replied.

Around 11 a.m., the trio pulled into the parking lot of a sunny beachside resort. They checked in and headed to their adjacent rooms to unpack. Marco had just stepped out when he caught sight of Kitchie in a bright red bikini that accentuated her sexy toned figure.

Marco froze for a moment, unable to look away, before quickly glancing elsewhere. Kitchie, noticing his reaction, smirked but said nothing.

Karla noticed, too, but just laughed it off. 

“Kitchie, you’re already in beach mode? We’re eating first, remember?” She said smiling.

“What? I thought we were hitting the water right away! Fine, I’ll change.” Kitchie joked, retreating to her room.

When she was gone, Karla leaned toward Marco with a teasing grin: “Caught you staring.”

“What? No! It’s just—she caught me off guard in that outfit.” Marco raised his hands defensively.

“Uh-huh. Relax, I know you love me.” Karla teased, but her tone stayed light.

“Exactly.” Marco leaned in and kissed her forehead.

Minutes later, Kitchie reappeared in a casual tank top and shorts. 

“Okay, now can we eat?” She asked.

Unbeknownst to them, the man with the bat tattoo had also arrived at the resort. From a distance, he watched the trio with hawk-like precision, relaying updates to his unseen accomplice.

It can be seen that the man has something dark inside his mind.
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THE MYSTERIOUS PROTECTOR

After lunch, they returned to their rooms to change into swimwear. Karla and Kitchie posed for photos on the balcony while Marco played photographer.

“Okay, ladies, strike a pose!” He said, snapping shot after shot.

“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” Kitchie teased as she adjusted her sunglasses.

“Not as much as my wife!” Marco quipped, giving Karla a wink.

As they laughed, Kitchie suddenly said: “Oh, did you guys hear about that scandal with Marian Evangelista?”

“You mean the actress?” Karla asked.

“Yeah! There’s a video going around. It’s... explicit!” Kitchie said, lowering her voice.

“I heard about it. Didn’t watch it, though.” Marco shifted uncomfortably.

“Sure, you didn’t.” Kitchie smirked knowingly.

“What happened?” Karla asked curiously.

“It’s bad. She’s with two guys in the video.” Kitchie said hesitantly.

Karla’s face fell. She admired Marian not just for her acting but for the grace she always seemed to exude. Hearing about the scandal made her stomach turn.

Noticing her discomfort, Marco put a hand on her shoulder. 

“Don’t let it get to you. People make mistakes, and sometimes stuff like that surfaces when someone’s trying to bring them down.” He said trying to calm his wife.

Karla nodded but couldn’t shake the unsettling image from her mind.

The trio headed to the beach to ride jet skis. After an exhilarating hour, they hopped off and decided to try the zip line. Once done, they took a short break before boarding a boat to the snorkelling site. The underwater adventure lasted another hour, and afterward, they strolled leisurely along the shoreline.

As they walked, they passed a group of teenagers arguing loudly in a nearby beach cabana.

Marco stepped in without hesitation, separating two teens who had started shoving each other. His imposing frame and calm but firm demeanor immediately silenced the scuffle.

"Thanks, man!" One of the other teens mumbled, visibly relieved.

Marco’s sharp eyes caught sight of a small plastic bag on the ground. Picking it up, he instantly recognized the contents—methamphetamine. His expression darkened as he tore the bag open, letting the powder spill onto the sand.

"You better clear out now before I call the cops!" He barked, his tone laced with authority. 

Terrified, the teenagers scattered, sprinting down the beach.

Kitchie let out a laugh, amused by Marco’s no-nonsense approach, while Karla stood silent, her face clouded with emotion. Marco noticed her expression.

"What's wrong, babe?" He asked gently.

"I hate drugs, Marco. I hate the people who use them, sell them... destroy lives with them. My dad and my tutor died because of those. Our restaurant burned down because of some drug pushers. I just... I can’t stand it!” Karla's voice wavered with anger and sadness.

Marco wrapped her in a tight hug, pressing a reassuring kiss to her forehead. He knew how deeply the tragedy had scarred her. It wasn’t just grief—it was a burning hatred for the people responsible.

After a few moments, Marco managed to lift Karla’s mood. The group continued their walk, with Marco snapping photos of Karla and Kitchie along the way.

“Kitchie, can you keep an eye out for us for a bit?” Marco asked suddenly.

“Why? What’s up?” Karla and Kitchie said in unison, looking confused.

“I want to take some sexy photos of Karla. She won’t always look this stunning, so I’ve gotta capture her now while I can.” Marco said with a teasing grin. 

“Are you insane? What if someone walks by?” Karla said, her cheeks flushing.

“Don’t worry! Kitchie’s on lookout duty.” Marco assured her.

“I got you, Karla. I’ll let you know if anyone’s coming.” Kitchie laughed.

After some hesitation, Karla reluctantly struck a few daring poses while Marco snapped pictures. When they were done, Karla smirked and said: “Your turn, Kitchie.”

“What? No way!” Kitchie protested, laughing.

“Come on, Kitchie! It’s only fair!” Marco chimed in, grinning mischievously.

To their surprise, Kitchie adjusted her bikini and struck an even bolder pose. 

“Alright, Karla, your turn to be the lookout!” She quipped, winking.

Marco clicked away, keeping his expression professional despite Kitchie’s stunning confidence. When they were finished, the three returned to their rooms for a break.

Unbeknownst to them, the man with the bat tattoo continued to tail them, staying just out of sight.......

Back at the rooms, Karla poked Marco in the ribs playfully. 

"So... did you get a hard-on while photographing Kitchie?” She teased.

“Almost....” Marco said with a sheepish grin.

“Pervert!” She shot back, laughing as she jabbed his side again.

“Look, honey, any guy would notice a beautiful woman like Kitchie. But you’re my wife, and no one else even compares.” Marco turned serious.

“I know. I trust you.” Karla smiled.

The couple joined Kitchie to prepare dinner. Marco manned the grill while the women worked on sides. As they cooked, Marco cracked open a beer.

“Hey! You haven’t even eaten yet. Don’t overdo it.” Karla warned.

“It’s just one, I’ll be fine.” Marco replied casually. 

By the time dinner was served, Marco had worked his way through ten cans of beer. Afterward, Karla and Kitchie played music and started dancing. Their playful, seductive moves made Marco grin, but eventually, the alcohol took over, and he passed out in his chair.

“Well, so much for a fun night.” Karla looked down at him, disappointed.

“What now? Should we just keep drinking?” Kitchie asked, stifling a laugh. 

“Yeah, let’s finish the night ourselves!” Karla replied, shaking her head.

The two women continued chatting and sipping beer until Marco finally stirred. Together, they helped him into bed, where he promptly fell asleep again.

The night dragged on, and as midnight approached, chaos erupted nearby.

A man lay lifeless in a party venue not far from the friends’ room, the cause of death obvious—strangulation. The man with the bat tattoo, who had been shadowing the trio, trembled in fear as he typed a message on his phone.

"I saw someone get murdered right in front of me! I didn’t think this would happen!" He wrote, his hands shaking.

“Forget about the murder. Focus on the three of them. Report every move they make.” A response came swiftly.

Still rattled, the man obeyed, though a deep unease settled in his chest. 

Unbeknownst to him, someone else was quietly watching over Marco, Karla, and Kitchie.
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THE NEW BOSS

Monday Morning...

Marco and Karla pulled into the parking lot of Expert Corporation, where Karla worked as an accounts executive. As soon as they stepped inside, Karla wasted no time introducing her husband to her colleagues. The office buzzed with curiosity; Marco’s tall, broad-shouldered figure and warm smile quickly made an impression.

“Karla, you’re so lucky!” One of her colleagues gushed. 

“Do you have a brother, Marco? Asking for...a friend.” She teased, sending the room into peals of laughter.

As the group chatted, the atmosphere suddenly shifted. Two men in sharp, tailored suits strode in from an adjoining office. The team scattered like students caught gossiping by the principal. The men, identical twins, had the same chiselled features and sharp eyes but wore expressions that suggested they didn’t tolerate nonsense.

“Morning. Can we help you?” The one with slightly shorter hair greeted Marco, his tone polite but firm. 

“Good morning. I’m Marco Cortez, Karla’s husband. Just dropped her off for work.” Marco replied, standing tall. 

The twins exchanged a glance, seemingly sizing Marco up. Their reputations as no-nonsense executives, and occasional flirtations with attractive employees, preceded them.

“Oh, so you’re Marco. I’m Archie Tang, CFO, and this is Patrick, our COO. Karla speaks very highly of you.” The other twin said with a smirk. 

Marco nodded politely, though he didn’t miss the subtle appraisal in their gazes.

“Nice to meet you both.” He said.

“We’ve got a meeting to catch. Make yourself at home.” With that, the Tang brothers walked off, leaving Marco with a faint sense of unease.

“Wow, Marco! I’ve never seen the Tang brothers act so...normal!” One of Karla’s colleagues, Melissa, whispered as the tension lifted. 

“Why’s that?” Marco asked, genuinely curious.

“They’re usually a bit more...abrasive. Especially with the guys. But you? They seemed a little intimidated.” Melissa replied.

Marco chuckled, but Melissa’s comment lingered in his mind. When he reached Karla’s office, he decided to bring it up.

“Karla, are those two—your bosses—married?” He asked as she sorted through her papers.

“Nope. Why?” Karla asked, glancing at him.

“Just be careful around them. They gave me this vibe, like they might...try something if they get the chance.” Marco hesitated.

“If they try anything, I’ll deal with them.” Karla smirked, holding up her hand with her fingers poised like scissors.

“All right, I just wanted to make sure. By the way, have you been getting flowers lately?” Marco asked curiously.

“Oh, you mean these?” She pointed to three red roses in a vase on her desk. 

“They’ve been showing up every Monday for a month now. No note, just the flowers. I figured it’s probably from a client.” Karla blinked.

“Or a secret admirer!” Marco said, his tone only half-joking.

“Marco, don’t be ridiculous! Even if it is, they’re wasting their time. I’m a married woman.” Karla said, rolling her eyes.

“Just promise me you’ll find out who it is and tell them to stop.” Marco insisted.

“Of course. Now get going. Don’t you have a meeting?” She replied, standing to kiss him on the cheek.

“Yeah. Our new boss is going to visit the office today. Got to go honey!” Marco said and kissed Karla before rushing out of the company.

Later that morning, Marco was at his own office, preparing for an important presentation. His company’s new owner—a mystery to all but a few executives—was set to attend. As he rehearsed, a striking woman in her mid-thirties approached him, her heels clicking against the polished floor.

“Hi! You must be Marco Cortez. I’m Emilyn Castor, the president’s assistant.” She said, her voice smooth but friendly.

“Nice to meet you, Emilyn. Is your boss as much of a mystery as everyone says?” Marco shook her hand.

“Let’s just say she’ll be making quite an entrance.” She smiled mischievously.

Moments later, the conference room filled as the president arrived. Marco’s jaw nearly dropped as the new president, Kryzel Zulueta walked in. Dressed in a sleek power suit, her confidence commanded the room. 

She was stunning—a blend of elegance and sharp intelligence. As Kryzel began her speech, Marco couldn’t shake the feeling he’d seen her somewhere before.

When it was Marco’s turn to present, he delivered his report with calm authority. His polished delivery and clear command of the material left a strong impression. As he wrapped up, Kryzel stood and began clapping enthusiastically.

“Exceptional work, Mr. Cortez! Exactly the kind of leadership this company needs.” She said, her praise earnest.

Marco nodded, trying to remain professional as her gaze lingered a moment longer than necessary. As their eyes met, a flicker of recognition passed through him. Where had he seen her before?

He couldn’t quite place it, but the encounter left him unsettled.

Marco took a seat at his desk and resumed his work. While he was busy, he got a call from Karla.

“Hi, sweetheart! How’s your day going?” Marco answered Karla on the line.

“Darling, I spoke with my mom. She mentioned that one of the three men who burned down our restaurant seven years ago passed away in prison!” Karla replied with a hint of sadness.

“Isn’t that a good thing? That man died in prison. He’s paid for what he did to your father. Why do you sound upset?” Marco asked.

“I’m not sure. It feels like I haven’t received the justice I deserve. The real perpetrators are the drug lords and the pushers. My mom said those three men were part of the Saturno Drug Syndicate. I looked it up online, and it turns out they are the largest drug syndicate in the Philippines.” Karla explained earnestly.

Marco fell silent upon hearing Karla mention that the three men involved in the arson were members of the Saturno Drug syndicate.

“Marco, you know that my father’s death traumatized me and made my life challenging. My tutor was also killed that day. I really wish our government could eradicate the drug syndicates!” Karla added sadly.

“Karla, please don’t dwell on that. I believe justice has been served, as one of them has died while the other two remain in prison. I’m confident that someday, the drug syndicates will face consequences for their actions against innocent people, especially your father and tutor.” Marco said, trying to lift Karla’s spirits.

Karla suddenly went quiet as memories of that day over seven years ago flooded back.........

Karla had just completed her afternoon summer tutorial at her tutor's residence.

“Karla, let’s pick up where we left off tomorrow so you can remember what I taught you.” Her tutor said with a smile.

“Sure, Bruce! I’ll let my dad know I’ll be home late tomorrow!” Karla replied shyly while packing her belongings.

“By the way, I’m heading to your restaurant later to meet some friends. I’ll tell your father that we’ll continue our lesson tomorrow.” The tutor said after Karla left his house.

Little did Karla know, it was the final time she would see her tutor alive. Her father and tutor were trapped within the blazing restaurant. That incident would forever haunt her. Her aspirations were shattered, and her life nearly fell apart after that tragedy. Thankfully, she was resilient and managed to bounce back after the setback.

“Sweetheart! Are you still there? Try not to dwell on those thoughts. The more you think about it, the more painful memories will resurface.” Karla's memories faded as she heard Marco speaking to her on the phone.

“I understand. I just wanted to share that with you. Anyway, I’ll get back to working now. Bye, love!” Karla replied affectionately before ending the call.

Marco went back to his tasks, though he struggled to focus. He reflected on Karla's words. He would always remember the name Saturno Drug syndicate. That syndicate was intertwined with his past. His life had almost been destroyed because of that drug organization.
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THE FRIENDS BONDING

A few minutes later, inside Expert Corporation...

Karla was in Patrick Tang's office with Kitchie, holding her promotion letter.

"Congratulations, Ms. Cortez! I wish all my employees were like you—beautiful and efficient!" Patrick said with a grin.

"Thank you, sir! I just got lucky, I guess. Not everyone gets the chance to work on a big project like that." Karla replied humbly.

After three years of managing projects at Expert Corporation, Karla was stunned to receive a promotion earlier than expected—it wasn’t due until next quarter.

"By the way, Karla, I met your husband this morning. Handsome guy! You must be proud." Patrick remarked.

"Absolutely, sir! But it’s not just his looks—it’s his loyalty and love that make him so special." Karla replied with a smile.

"What about you, Kitchie? Got a boyfriend yet?" Patrick turned his attention to Kitchie.

"No, sir, I don’t!" Kitchie replied shyly.

"She’s got plenty of admirers! My husband and I even tried setting her up, but there wasn’t any spark." Karla interjected.

"You can’t force feelings. But when the right one comes along, you’ll know. So, Kitchie, is there anyone you have your eye on?" Patrick said with a chuckle.

"Even if you got me tipsy, I wouldn’t tell! But if I ever get the chance to be with the guy of my dreams, I’ll give him all my love." Kitchie laughed.

"Who’s this dream guy?" Patrick asked, leaning in curiously.

"She won’t say! My husband and I tried to figure it out. All we know is that she liked someone back in college. That’s it." Karla jumped in.

"And I’m keeping it that way!" Kitchie teased, laughing.

"Kitchie, I heard you’re friends with Juliana, the CEO of Titan Global. It’s a pity she moved back to the U.S. Have you ever met their Chairwoman? Word is, she’s young and stunning." Changing the subject, Patrick asked.

"No, sir, I haven’t met her. From what I’ve heard, she rarely visits the company. She’s a bit of a mystery." Kitchie replied thoughtfully.

"I hope we can strike a deal with Titan Global Corporation someday. Their execs seem hard to approach." Patrick commented.

After leaving Patrick’s office, Kitchie and Karla returned to Karla’s workspace.

"So, how are you celebrating your promotion?" Kitchie asked.

"Marco and I are keeping it simple—takeout at home. You should join us!" Karla offered.

"Thanks, but I’m heading to my brother’s place." Kitchie said.

"How’s he doing? I haven’t seen him in a while." Karla asked.

Kitchie’s smile faded. Her half-brother, who has Down Syndrome, had moved out with their cousin less than a year ago.

"He’s doing okay. Ivy’s still taking care of him, and I visit when I can." Kitchie said softly.

Sensing the shift in mood, Karla decided not to press further.

Kitchie said goodbye and returned to her office. Karla grabbed her phone and dialled Marco’s number. After a few rings, he answered.

"Hey, babe! What’s up?" Marco greeted.

"Guess what? I got promoted today!" Karla exclaimed.

"That’s amazing! I thought it wasn’t happening until next quarter." Marco replied, excited.

"Are you free tonight? Let’s celebrate at home." Karla suggested.

"Of course! I’ll pick you up at five. And don’t worry—I’ll bring that 'special treat' you love!” Marco teased playfully.

"You’re such a flirt! See you later, honey!" Karla said, laughing as she hung up.

With a smile, Karla powered up her laptop, checked her emails, and reviewed her planner to make sure she hadn’t missed anything for the day.

While Karla was working on her computer, Kitchie knocked on the door.

"Hey, Karla. Are you busy?" Kitchie greeted.

"Oh, hi, Kitchie! Come on in!" Karla replied, smiling.

"Your ex stopped by yesterday! It looked like you two had a good chat, and I heard you signed a contract with his company. Did you two talk about the past?" Kitchie said with a sly grin.

Karla froze for a moment, feeling caught off guard. She had an awkward dinner with Arex the night before and wasn’t sure how much to share. Finally, she answered.

"He explained why he disappeared before graduation. It had to do with his family. I didn’t push for more details since it felt personal." Karla said calmly.

"But you had a date with him, right?" Kitchie pressed, clearly curious.

"Kitchie, it wasn’t a date—it was just dinner!" Karla said, defensive.

"Relax, Karla! Why are you so flustered? Feeling guilty?" Kitchie teased.

"Kitchie, I’m not guilty! I’ve just had a rough day. Can I crash at your place tonight? I need a change of scenery." Karla said with a sigh.

"Did you tell Marco? You should check with him first." Kitchie suggested.

"I already talked to him, and he’s fine with it." Karla reassured her.

"Cool. Let’s head to my place after work." Kitchie replied.

With that, Kitchie left, and Karla turned her focus back to her spreadsheet.

Later that afternoon...

AT 3 PM, KITCHIE GOT a phone call. Her expression immediately turned anxious, and she hesitated before agreeing to something reluctantly. Karla noticed her unease.

"Is everything okay?" Karla asked.

Kitchie paused, as if searching for a convincing answer. 

"It’s nothing. My cousin Ivy just said my brother’s not in a great mood again." She answered hesitantly.

"Ugh, sounds like we’re both having a day. We definitely need a girls’ night." Karla said with a sigh.

"Yeah, for sure. A drink sounds good tonight." After a moment, Kitchie nodded, trying to hide the worries on her face.

5 PM.....

THE TWO FRIENDS GOT into a taxi and headed to Kitchie’s house.

Unbeknownst to them, a man with a bat tattoo on his shoulder was following close behind.

"Boss, I’m tailing the two women now!" The tattooed man said into his phone.

"Make sure you take care of it tonight!" A voice on the other end replied before hanging up.

At Kitchie’s House.....

ONCE THEY ARRIVED, the two women changed into comfy clothes. Karla opened the fridge and grabbed a couple of beers, handing one to Kitchie.

"Let’s start with this, sis!" Karla said cheerfully.

Kitchie took the beer, smiled, and glanced at Karla.

"I hope we always stay like this—like real sisters. But, Karla, what if I ever did something that hurt you? Would you forgive me?" Kitchie asked seriously.

"Why would you ask something like that? You’ve never done anything to hurt me," Karla said, puzzled. 

"If you did, though, and it made sense, I think I could forgive you. Why are you asking?" She continued.

"It’s just hypothetical. I wonder about that, too. What if someone I trust betrays me? Could I forgive them?" Kitchie said, shrugging.

"That’s a hard question. What if Marco ever betrayed me? Could I forgive him? Or if I hurt him unintentionally, would he forgive me? I just hope none of us have to deal with betrayal." Karla replied thoughtfully.

"Yeah. Let’s hope we never have to." Kitchie agreed, taking a sip of her beer.

"So, what really happened at dinner with Arex?" After a moment, Kitchie smirked.

"Not much, we talked about why he disappeared, and he mentioned he’s still single. He said he was happy to see me again. That’s about it." Karla said.

"Do you think he still has feelings for you?" Kitchie teased.

"That’s what every ex says when they want to reconnect!" Karla laughed.

The two women laughed and continued their conversation over dinner. Afterward, they kept drinking until 10 PM before finally heading to bed.
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SUSPICION

At 6 a.m. the next morning, the friends woke up and had breakfast together while watching the morning news.

“A man was found dead at 4 a.m. today, and authorities believe he was linked to the Saturno drug syndicate due to the bat tattoo on his right shoulder.” The anchor reported. “Police discovered two recreational drugs, PleasureX and LucidX, in his possession. PleasureX is known to heighten sexual activity and has prolonged effects, while LucidX causes intense hallucinations lasting at least three hours. Originally part of a military experiment to combat insurgents, LucidX’s development was shut down a decade ago. Users reportedly have no memory of the hallucinations. Law enforcement has promised to intensify efforts to capture the syndicate’s leader.’

“In entertainment news, Marian Evangelista denied rumors that she’s the woman in a leaked explicit video, claiming she only looks similar to the person in the footage...”

Karla and Kitchie barely gave the story about the dead man a second thought, brushing it off. Instead, they focused on the scandal involving Marian Evangelista, eagerly discussing the showbiz gossip.

The man found dead is the person who was following Karla and Kitchie yesterday when the friends left Expert Corporation. 

The person who gives protection to the couple acts again.

Friday......  

Because of Karla's promotion, the company’s management decided to sponsor a celebration at a KTV bar in her honor. Karla immediately called Marco and told her husband that she and her colleagues would be going to the bar for the celebration that night.  

After they finished talking, Karla's phone battery was running low. She decided she would borrow Kitchie's phone later to text Marco and let him know her phone had died.  

"Karla! Congratulations on your promotion! I know you love to sing, so we thought celebrating here would be perfect!” Kitchie said as they arrived at the KTV bar.  

"You really know my passion! I thought about inviting Marco, but since this is a company event, I decided against it." Karla said happily.  

They immediately sat on the couch and started drinking beer. The room was spacious enough for those who wanted to dance, with additional sofas in the corners.  

The dimly lit couches seemed designed for couples to stay discreet while everyone else enjoyed the karaoke machine. Karla glanced around and thought the room was fine.  

A memory came to mind as she looked at the couches. She was reminded of her time working as a waitress at a restaurant. A wave of sadness hit her as the memory resurfaced..... 

Seven years ago.....

"Miss, just tell me how much it would cost to take you out tonight!" She recalled a customer saying as she served food in the VIP room one evening.  

"I'm sorry, but I'm a waitress, not a prostitute!" Karla had snapped angrily.  

The customer, enraged, stood up and grabbed at her clothes, attempting to tear them off. Her uniform ripped, and Karla screamed.  

"Help!" She had shouted.  

Seconds later, two bouncers and the club manager burst into the room. The bouncers restrained the customer and escorted him to security, where he was handed over to the police. Meanwhile, the manager took Karla to the office to help her recover from the shock.  

Back in the present....

Kitchie noticed Karla deep in thought.  

"Karla, what’s wrong?" Kitchie asked, surprised.  

"Nothing, I just remembered something." Karla replied with a small smile.  

After finishing her dinner, Karla grabbed a beer and sat next to Kitchie on a sofa in the corner. Kitchie, also holding a beer, watched their co-workers chat and laugh.  

The two of them talked and drank, losing track of time. About thirty minutes later, a co-worker called them up to sing. The crowd cheered after Karla and Kitchie's performance.  

Kitchie then handed Karla a glass of whiskey.  

"Karla, this is what real women drink!" She teased.  

"Alright, Kitchie. I’ll drink this for you. Cheers!" Karla downed the whiskey and smiled.  

"That’s my girl!" Kitchie grinned, pouring herself a glass and taking a sip.  

As the rest of their colleagues danced, Karla and Kitchie continued drinking whiskey instead of beer. Karla lost track of time, enjoying the night too much.  

She completely forgot to call Marco to tell him she’d be home late. She also forgot that her phone was dead, making it impossible for Marco to reach her.  

Before long, Karla was so drunk that she slumped onto the sofa and fell asleep. Her mind, exhausted from work, had pushed her to drink more than usual. Even in her sleep, her thoughts were clouded by the mysterious caller that had been bothering her lately.  

Meanwhile......  

Marco sat in the living room, watching the news. He sipped his coffee, glancing at the clock.  

“What time is it? Why isn’t she home yet? Where could she be?” He thought anxiously.  

He had tried calling Karla multiple times, but she wasn’t answering. It had been over three hours since his last call, and now her phone was off.  

It was late, and since their marriage, Karla had never stayed out this long. Marco grew more worried, fearing she might have been in an accident.  

Another terrifying thought crept into his mind—what if someone had kidnapped her?  

He shook his head, trying to push away the idea. But then, something even worse crossed his mind.  

"What if Karla is with another man?"  He thought.

Paranoia set in. He couldn’t bear the thought of Karla betraying him. His past haunted him—he had been betrayed before, and the pain of it still lingered.  

Marco tried to calm himself, but the fear of being hurt again consumed his mind.  Now, Marco’s anxiety was becoming more evident. He couldn’t relax, thinking that Karla might have done the same thing his ex-girlfriend had.  

Then, suddenly, there was a knock at the door. When he opened it, he saw his wife—completely drunk. Marco immediately let out a sigh of relief, though it was mixed with frustration.  

"Karla, I thought you only drank a little? Why are you this drunk?" Marco asked, annoyed, as he held her right hand.  

Karla was still dizzy as Marco led her inside. She collapsed onto the sofa and immediately fell asleep.  

Marco sighed, then picked her up and carried her upstairs. He gently laid her down on the bed, but just as he was about to step away, Karla suddenly wrapped her arms around him and murmured a list of names.  

Those were all men’s names!

Marco froze. A terrible thought crept into his mind—was Karla having an affair?  

Lately, she had been acting strange, answering phone calls hesitantly, as if she didn’t want him to hear the conversations. There was something she wasn’t telling him, but he had no solid proof.  

When they were dating, they had promised to always be faithful to each other. But Marco had noticed that Karla avoided talking about certain things—especially when it came to her father’s death.  

Doubt consumed him. Was his wife keeping secrets from him?  

She had never shared many details about the period when she dropped out of school, worked as a waitress for a few months to pay for her education, or covered her mother’s medical expenses. He had never pressed her about it before, but now, everything seemed suspicious.  

Marco’s mind raced as he watched her sleep. His anger grew. There were too many signs pointing in one direction—was Karla really cheating on him?  

He walked into the bathroom to wash his face, but then, something made him freeze.  

Karla’s white underwear was inside out!

His eyes widened. He was sure that when she left that morning, she had been wearing it properly. So why was it flipped now?  

A sick feeling twisted in his stomach. At that moment, Marco became convinced—Karla was having an affair.  Leaving the room, his chest tightened, his heart pounding. He needed answers.  

Karla had been working late often, going out with clients more frequently. For weeks, she had been stepping outside to take calls, as if she were hiding something.  

And now, the pain from his past resurfaced. The same pain he had felt when his ex-girlfriend betrayed him.  

That night, Marco couldn’t sleep. He tossed and turned, exhausted from over-thinking. Even the leaked sex video of actress Marian Evangelista flashed through his mind—he even doubted that it was Marian. What if it was Karla?  

Was his wife really hiding something from him?  

Marco took a deep breath. Tomorrow, once Karla sobered up, he would get the truth out of her.  
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MORE SUSPICIONS

The next morning...  

"Karla, where were you last night? Why were you so drunk?" Marco asked, irritated.  

"Sorry, Marco, honey! I drank too much and didn’t even realize it." Karla smiled sheepishly.  

Marco stared at her intently, then suddenly turned and walked toward the living room. Worried, Karla quickly followed him.  

"Why did you drink so much? I called you several times, but your phone was off! I had to carry you upstairs because you were completely wasted, and then I noticed—your underwear was inside out! How did that happen?" Marco snapped.  

"Did you get so drunk that you put them on wrong? Or did one of your co-workers help you? And you were calling out a man’s name in your sleep! Are you hiding something?!" he continued angrily.  

Karla froze, unsure of what to say. She couldn’t remember much from last night. The last thing she recalled was singing and dancing with her colleagues, including Kitchie—then everything went blank.  

"Marco, do you really doubt me? My company threw me a party to celebrate my promotion, and I just happened to drink too much. But Kitchie and my co-workers were with me the entire time. You can ask them." Karla paused for a moment, trying to gather her thoughts.  

"My phone died last night, so please don’t be mad, honey, okay?" She said, reaching out to touch Marco’s arm gently.  

"I get that you were out celebrating and had a good time, but what I don’t understand is how you came home with your underwear inside out! And who was the man you were calling out?"  Marco looked at her, his expression serious.

Seeing the intensity in Marco’s eyes, Karla felt a wave of panic. Her heart pounded. She had never seen him this serious before.  

"H-Honey, I really don’t remember what happened last night. You know me, Marco! I would never do anything stupid! I have no idea how my underwear got turned inside out. And about the names you heard—I swear, Marco, you’re the only man in my life! Believe me!" Karla pleaded, her voice trembling.  

Marco held her gaze, his eyes filled with anger and doubt. Karla lowered her head, unable to look him in the eye. She felt like a child being scolded for doing something wrong.  

"Honey, please don’t be mad. I didn’t do anything wrong. You know how much I love you—I would never betray you! I just... don’t remember what happened." Karla said nervously as she gently pulled Marco toward the dining table for breakfast.  

Marco forced himself to stay calm and ate with her in silence. They finished their meal within minutes, neither of them saying a word. The tension between them made the atmosphere unbearable.  

After clearing the table, Karla went straight to their bedroom to get dressed. Marco followed shortly after to change as well. Within ten minutes, they were both ready and left the house together.  

On the way to work, the silence continued. When they arrived at Karla’s office, she leaned in to kiss him, but Marco pushed her away.  

"You’re going to be late! Get out of the car!" He snapped.  

Karla was stunned but didn’t argue. She quietly got out of the car. It was the first time Marco had ever treated her this way. Without another word, Marco sped off, leaving her standing there, feeling hurt.  

All day at work, Karla kept trying to call Marco, but he ignored every single one of her calls.  

At 5 PM, as she walked down to the lobby, she was surprised to see Marco already waiting for her. She approached him with a smile.  

"Hey, honey! I’m so glad you’re here!" She reached out, trying to kiss him again, but Marco turned away.  

Karla felt a sharp pain in her chest, but she forced herself to smile.  

"Get in the car. We’re going home!" Marco said coldly.  

Karla could tell he was still angry, but she didn’t know how to fix it. She quietly followed him to the car.  

They drove home in complete silence.

That evening...  

The couple sat down for dinner.  

"Marco, I know you're still mad about last night, but can you please listen to me?" Karla asked, her voice full of concern.  

"Karla, put yourself in my shoes. Have you ever seen me come home drunk? When I drink, I don’t call out another woman’s name. Do you understand how that looks?" Marco said seriously.  

Hearing this, Karla finally realized that Marco wasn’t just upset—he was jealous and suspicious.  

"Honey, we’ve been married for two years. I would never do anything to betray you. I honestly don’t remember anything about my underwear being inside out or calling out a man's name. Please believe me, I love you so much!" Karla said, her voice trembling.  

"It’s not just that, Karla. You’ve been coming home late for weeks. You get phone calls that you hesitate to answer, and when you do pick up, you always find a reason to step away from me. I’ve been watching you for a while now, but I didn’t say anything—until now. Is there something you’re not telling me?" Marco pressed.  

Without waiting for an answer, he stood up and went to the living room, grabbing a beer. Karla followed and gently took his hand, and this time, Marco didn’t pull away. She leaned her head against his shoulder.  

"Please don’t be mad. I promise this won’t happen again!" Karla said softly.  

Marco simply nodded. Karla went to their bedroom to prepare the bed. Once she was done, she called him to sleep early.  

As they lay down, Karla reached out to hug Marco, but he suddenly turned his back to her. The rejection stung. She wanted to cry, but she knew there was nothing she could do. She had messed up.  

"I'm faithful to you, Marco. I'm not cheating. Your jealousy is baseless. I know the situation makes it look bad, but I didn’t do anything wrong. Maybe I was just too drunk and somehow put my underwear on inside out!" Karla thought to herself.  

As for the names Marco had heard her say, she couldn’t remember anything. But one thought nagged at her—was it possible she had called out the name of a client? An ex-boyfriend? Or maybe the mysterious person who kept calling her when she was drinking?  

She often thought about that man—the one who always called her. Maybe that’s why she unconsciously said a name in her sleep. The thought sent a chill down her spine.  

The next morning......  

"Good morning, honey! I made us breakfast!" Karla said sweetly, taking Marco’s hand and leading him to the dining table.  

Marco seemed more like himself again. He sat down, took some food, and placed a portion on Karla’s plate. She felt relieved—he seemed okay now.  

"This breakfast is amazing, honey. If you keep cooking like this, I’m going to gain weight!" Marco joked.  

"Ha! Ha! Ha! I’ll still love you even if you get fat!" Karla said happily. In her mind, things were finally back to normal.  

She got up and poured Marco a cup of coffee. As she handed it to him, she met his gaze. Without hesitation, she leaned down and kissed him on the lips.  

"Are we okay now, honey?" She asked with a smile.  

"I'm fine. I overreacted yesterday. Don’t worry, I’m not mad anymore. Just promise me—no more coming home drunk. And please, keep your phone charged and answer my calls right away. If you're going out with your co-workers again, just let me know beforehand." Marco said.  

"Oh, honey, you're so sweet! I promise. If there's another company dinner, I’ll tell you before I go. And don’t worry, I’ll try not to drink." Karla reassured him.  

"Try not to drink?" Marco raised an eyebrow.  

"Umm... I can’t promise I won’t drink at all. You know how these gatherings are—there’s always alcohol. But I promise I won’t get drunk!" Karla said playfully.

"Okay. I’ll trust you on that. A promise is a promise. I just hope what happened that night never happens again." Marco said seriously.  

"Don’t worry, honey. I promise!" Karla replied with a smile before sitting back down and continuing her meal.  

Even though Marco reassured Karla, deep down, he had already made up his mind—he was going to investigate. He knew he wouldn’t be at peace until he got to the bottom of what really happened that night.  

After breakfast, they showered together and got ready for work. Then, they got into the car and drove to their offices.  

Marco got busy with work, and the tension from earlier seemed to fade. Things felt normal again.  

At around 10:30 a.m., the secretary, Emilyn, walked into his office.  

"Marco, Kryzel wants to see you." She said.  

"Alright, let me just save this file. I’ll head over in a minute." Marco replied.  

Emilyn nodded with a smile before leaving to return to Kryzel’s office. A minute later, Marco followed.  

When he stepped inside, he greeted his stunning boss: "Good morning, ma’am. You wanted to see me?"  

"Oh, Marco! There you are! Have a seat." Kryzel said, flashing a warm smile as she looked at him.  

"What can I do for you, ma’am?" Marco asked politely.  

"I want to visit the Skies project site after lunch. Since you're in charge of the project, I’d like you to come with me and give me an update. Can you do that?" Kryzel asked, looking at him with wide, expectant eyes—almost like a little girl pleading with an older brother.  

Marco hesitated for a moment. The way she asked made it impossible to say no. Finally, he said: "I’m free this afternoon, ma’am. I’ll take you to the site."  

"Great! Let’s meet there after lunch. Here, let me give you my number in case we need to get in touch." Kryzel said, smiling as she handed him her contact information.  

After exchanging numbers, Marco stood up. 

"If there’s nothing else, ma’am, I’ll head back to work now."  He said.

Kryzel nodded and stood up as well, extending her hand for a handshake.  

"See you after lunch at the site!" She said with a smile.  

As Marco shook her hand, he couldn’t help but notice how soft and smooth her skin was. For a brief moment, he felt a spark of excitement from the beautiful woman in front of him.  
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KARLA MET SOMEONE SECRETLY

Shaking off the thought, he walked out of Kryzel’s office and returned to his desk. Sitting down, he focused on reviewing a design one of the engineers had submitted.  

Then, out of nowhere, Karla crossed his mind.  

Deciding to check in on her, he picked up his phone and called her. The line rang several times, but she didn’t answer.  

Frowning, Marco tried again. Still no answer.  

"Maybe she’s busy." He thought, setting his phone down.  

He decided to wait a few minutes before trying again. Surely, she’d be free by then.  

Fifteen minutes later, he called her again. No answer.  

Another ten minutes passed. He called once more.  

Still nothing.  

Marco felt his irritation rising.   

They had just made up this morning, and he had even reminded Karla to keep her phone charged and always answer his calls.  

"So why isn’t she picking up now?" He thought, his frustration growing.  

"Is she doing something she doesn’t want me to know about?" Doubt clouded his mind again.

Marco took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. It seemed impossible that Karla would betray him, especially after he had just expressed his doubts about her coming home late at night.

Determined to clear his head, Marco decided to go to the mall and buy a perfume as a surprise for Karla when they got home. Before leaving the office, he stopped by Kryzel’s to let her know he was heading to the site to coordinate with the foreman. This way, when Kryzel arrived, he could give her a tour.

"No problem, Marco. Just drive carefully. See you later!" Kryzel said softly.

"Thanks, ma’am. See you later!" Marco replied with a smile before heading out of her office.

A few minutes later, Marco arrived at the mall and went inside. As he passed a restaurant, he spotted someone familiar through the window.

It was Karla! What was she doing at the restaurant? His heart skipped a beat as he saw Karla sitting at a table with a handsome man.

Marco froze, feeling a rush of anxiety. He quickly looked for a place to hide and observe them. His fist clenched as he watched them talking and laughing together. Is there something going on between Karla and this guy? Marco wondered. Is he her client?

As he watched, Karla stood up and walked to the bathroom. This gave Marco the perfect opportunity to slip into the restaurant and get a better view. Fortunately, there was an empty table next to them with a partition that provided just enough cover for him to hear their conversation.

He grabbed a menu and sat at the table next to them, holding it at head height as if he were just deciding what to order.

A waiter came by to take his order. Marco quickly ordered a cup of coffee and paid for it right away so he wouldn’t have to deal with the bill later when he was following the two.

A few moments later, Karla returned from the bathroom and sat back down at the table with the man. Marco leaned in slightly, trying to hear what they were talking about.

"So, how’s your project going?" The man asked.

"Fortunately, I convinced Mr. Paras, so he’s not going to penalize us. But you know, I still have a problem with Lexter!" Karla replied seriously.

"Well, I’m sure Lexter will give you some leeway on that." The man reassured her.

Marco listened carefully, and from the sound of it, they were talking about a work project and some issues related to it. Maybe this guy really was Karla’s client, he thought.

Marco secretly called Karla’s personal phone and waited to see if she would pick up. But he didn’t hear a ringtone. Karla was still deep in conversation, and it seemed like she hadn’t noticed the call.

He tried again, this time calling her company-issued cell phone, but still no answer. It seemed she had forgotten her phone, or maybe it was on silent.

Marco continued eavesdropping, hoping to gather more information, but the conversation stayed focused on investments and projects. A few minutes later, the man signalled for the bill, and Karla got up again to go to the bathroom.

As soon as Karla entered the bathroom, Marco stood up and slipped out of the restaurant. He took a stealthy position outside, planning to follow
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